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Toxics  Use  Reduction  Case  Study 

WASTEWATER  TREATMENT  AND 
METAL  RECOVERY  AT  THE  ROBBINS  COMPANY 

SUMMARY  _ 

The  Robbins  Company  installed  a  new  wastewater  treatment  and  metal  recovery  system  to  create  a  closed- 
loop  plating  process.  The  company  now  produces  only  a  very  small  quantity  of  hazardous  wastes  and  discharges 
nothing  but  domestic  waste  and  non-contact  cooling  water  from  its  annealing  furnaces.  Since  1936,  chemical  usage 
has  decreased  by  81.8%,  hazardous  waste  generation  has  fallen  by  89%  and  water  usage  has  been  reduced  by 
47.7%.  All  told,  these  reductions  have  spelled  an  annual  savings  of  at  least  $71,000. 

BACKGROUND 

The  Robbins  Company  is  a  350-employee  jewelry  manufacturing  and  plating  company  located  in  A  ttleboro, 
Massachusetts.  Before  it  began  to  investigate  ways  to  conserve  water,  reduce  its  use  of  chemicals  and  cut  back 
on  its  generation  of  hazardous  wastes,  Robbins  had  a  conventional  wastewater  treatement  system.  The  company's 
plating  line  was  without  countercurrent  rinses  or  flow  restrictors,  and  water  poured  into  rinse  tanks  at  the  rate  of 
1.8  gallons  per  minute.  With  this  arrangement,  Robbins  used  100,000  gallons  of  water  per  day. 

OTA  CONSULTATION 

The  Office  of  Technical  Assistance's  predecessor  agency  -  known  as  the  Office  of  Safe  Waste  Management 
—  offered  workshops  on  in-process  metals  management  and  closed-loop  wastewater  treatment  systems  that 
provided  Robbins  with  information  on  feasible  alternatives  to  traditional  wastewater  treatment  techniques.  The 
guiding  idea  behind  all  of  these  alternatives  was  to  prevent  pollution  at  the  source,  rather  than  to  treat  it  after  it 
had  already  been  generated.  By  using  such  in-process  water  conservation  techniques,  Robbins  was  able  to  pare 
down  its  daily  water  consumption  from  100,000  gallons  in  1984  to  13,000gallons  in  1986,  and  tojust2,500  gallons 
in  1987. 

Robbins  also  used  a  variety  of  source  reduction  techniques  to  reduce  the  metal  content  of  its  wastewater. 
In  general,  this  aim  can  be  achieved  by:  installing  of  drag-out  (i.e.  dead  rinse)  tanks  after  plating  tanks,  plating 
out  precious  metals  from  the  drag-out  tanks,  returning  non-precious  metals  to  the  process  tanks,  changing  the  way 
that  parts  are  racked  to  insure  more  efficient  drainage,  increasing  part  drainage  times,  and  extending  the  lifetime 
of  treatment  baths  through  filtration  and  drag-out  reduction. 

TOXICS  USE  REDUCTION  MODIFICATIONS 

Once  the  company  had  reduced  water  usage  and  metal  wastes  at  the  process  and  rinse  tanks,  the  metal 
concentrations  and  flow  rate  of  its  wastewater  were  low  enough  to  make  a  closed-loop  plating  system  economical. 
Paul  Clark,  the  company's  environmental  manager,  designed  an  appropriate  system,  and  it  was  constructed  by 
Wastewater  Treatment  Sytems,  Inc.  of  West  Bridgewater,  Massachusetts.  The  system  is  automated,  giving  the 
wastewater  treatment  operator  additional  time  to  take  on  maintenance  and  worker  safety  responsibilities. 
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